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THE SERVICE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN 
THE EDUCATION OF THE RACE. 1 



By Rev. Professor George Adam Smith, D.D., 
Free Church College, Glasgow. 



Need of this discussion. — The Old Testament in the primitive church. — 
Its influence since that time. — The use made of the prophetic writers in social 
reform. — In politics the Old Testament employed to serve the cause of liberty. 
— The Old Testament and Biblical criticism. — The conclusions of criticism 
in regard to it. — Criticism's contributions to a better understanding and use 
of the Old Testament. — A prediction of larger service for the Old Testament. 

In choosing a subject to present to you I have been guided 
by the desire for one that should prove of profit to an audience 
so widely and variously interested in education as this here 
gathered, and that at the same time should not take the speaker 
in directions in which he had no special knowledge. I have 
accordingly selected as my theme, "The part which the Old 
Testament has played in the education of the race, and how far 
its power to educate and inspire is affected by modern criti- 
cism." How much such a theme stands in need of statement 
will be acknowledged by all, and yet, had I stood here last year, 
I could not have imagined that need to be so deep as I now 
know it to be. Last December, in The North American Review, 
Professor Goldwin Smith published an article on the Old Testa- 
ment entitled, "The Mill-Stone of Christianity," by which he 
meant that the Old Testament is nothing but dead-weight about 
the neck of the Christian religion. Professor Smith is one of 
the most cultured men of the day, and a devout one. He has 
the first of all qualities for appreciating his subject, and that is 
belief in the presence of divine elements within the Scriptures of 
the Hebrews. One cannot conceive of a mind or an equipment 

1 The Convocation Address delivered in the Quadrangles of The University of 
Chicago, July I, 1896, in connection with the dedication of Haskell Oriental Museum. 

91 



92 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

or a position out of which it ought to have been more easy to 
discriminate the value of the Old Testament in the light of 
recent biblical criticism. Yet all this science of criticism, which 
is as old and well established as most of our physical sciences. 
Professor Goldwin Smith ignores, and in December last he pub- 
lished an article which would have been already out of date 
thirty years ago. He interprets the Old Testament on the most 
unscientific methods. He fails to put it in the perspective of 
that long, gradual growth which recent science has so impres- 
sively illustrated, and he is quite ignorant of the splendid apolo- 
getic for it furnished by the comparative history of the Semitic 
religions. It is a hard word to say of the work of such a man, but a 
more crude and unreasonable utterance upon the Old Testament 
has seldom issued from the press. Coming from the man it does 
come from it only makes more imperative the need of some pub- 
lic examination of how far the religious and educational capacity 
of the Old Testament has been affected for better or for worse 
bv the research and criticism of our time. 

At a very early period the Old Testament became part of 
the canonical Scriptures of our religion. This event, so momen- 
tous for civilization, so fraught with both good and evil, was 
due to a large number of causes. By the time of Our Lord, 
almost all the separate books had been received into the Jewish 
canon ; they formed Our Lord's Bible, the Bible of his educa- 
tion and of his ministry. He grew out of the Old Testament 
and taught his disciples to recognize him in it. He repealed, 
indeed, some of its statutes, and rebuked many of its tempers ; 
he added to it beyond all its own promises. But, on the other 
side, how much in it he took for granted, how much he 
enforced, how much he came to fulfil ! He took for granted 
its fundamental doctrines of man and righteousness, of creation 
and providence, and of God's method of grace through Israel. 
He accepted its history as a preparation for himself, and 
drew from it many of the categories of his gospel; but, above 
all, he fed his own soul upon it, and expressly set himself to 
the fulfilment of its calls and ideals. 

Accordingly, we find the Old Testament employed by his 
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disciples in all departments of their preaching, whether apolo- 
getic or ethical. Even those of the apostles who most empha- 
size the expiry of the old dispensation are ready to draw from 
its Scriptures proofs of the divine mission of Christ, with truths 
about creation and providence. Now, all this was not only for 
the Jew. The Gentile also needed a cosmogony and history of 
God's dealing with the race in harmony with the new faith 
which Christ had given him. He also needed proof for the 
argument that Jesus was the Christ. He discerned the spiritu- 
ality of the Old Testament, finding that the prophets quickened 
his conscience and that the psalter uttered his experience. 
Thus, in Christian philosophy and in Christian worship, the 
place of the Old Testament was secure from the beginning, and 
that for reasons both logical and practical. 

Among other proofs of how widely such motives extended 
the use of the Old Testament across early Christendom I may 
mention five: (i) The church evinced the same anxiety to 
determine the limits of the Old Testament canon as to deter- 
mine those of the New. (2) There was the remarkable rejec- 
tion of the Old Testament by so many of the heresies — a sure 
sign of its influence upon the Catholic church. (3) There was 
the frequent use of Old Testament character and narrative in 
popular preaching all over the church, from which we may infer, 
either as cause or effect, familiarity with the Old Testament on 
the part of the common people. (4) There was the remark- 
able influence of the Mosaic law on legislation and public 
morals, which began with Constantine, and from his time to 
Justinian's, according to authorities like Gibbon, purged social 
life and modified the law of the empire. (5) There was, later 
on, the readiness with which the young Christian nations of 
Europe found in the history of the Jewish people illustra- 
tions and inspiration for their own struggles for freedom. 

It is along all these lines that the influence of the Old Tes- 
tament has been sustained through the centuries to the present 
day. Of course it has suffered alike from the temporary 
fashions of exegesis and from the abiding sins of the preacher. 
Forgetful of the distinctions which Jesus himself had made 
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between the temporary and the eternal in the Old Testament, 
the pedant and the bigot imposed its ceremonial and political 
laws to the confusion of Christian simplicity and the exhaustion 
of Christian zeal ; while the tyrant and the inquisitor claimed its 
relentlessness as sanction for their own cruelties to Chris- 
tian and heathen alike. 

Yet through all these ages true inspiration had been drawn 
from the Old Testament by real prophets who knew the spir- 
ituality and holv passion of the great examples of their order ; 
by mystics to whose pure hearts the ancient pages glowed with 
visions of God ; by experimental preachers who, moving through 
that rich old world of character, won insight, force and a breadth 
of field unattainable elsewhere ; and by social reformers, to 
whose noble succession Europe owes an almost ceaseless appli- 
cation of the principles of Hebrew prophecy to the generations 
of her public life. 

It is in this last direction, perhaps, that the influence of the 
Old Testament on civilization has been most conspicuous. From 
the time that the example of the Pentateuch affected Roman 
law and braced the rulers of the empire to grapple at least 
with the bestial sins, the Hebrew Scriptures, in Christian 
hands, have done their divine service in inspiring both the 
reprovers of public morals and the defenders of the rights of 
the common people. Take two instances. The greatest 
preacher of the East, Chrysostom, by expositions and homilies 
applied the Old Testament to the life of his day in the most 
practical spirit. Savonarola, besides reviving a simple gospel, 
was a great preacher of civic righteousness ; and became so by 
his lectures on Amos, Micah and other prophets. From his 
day to our own there never was a European city or nation 
moved to higher ideals of justice and the commonweal with- 
out the reawakening of those ancient voices which declared to 
Jacob his sin and to Israel his transgression. Remember how 
much of Puritan preaching — of the most sane and practical 
Puritan preaching — was drawn from the Old Testament. Take 
the earlier Puritans like Henry Smith, with his "Scripture for 
Magistrates" and his "Memento for Magistrates;" or the later 
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Puritans like Goodwin, whose sermons to the House of Com- 
mons and on public occasions were nearly always from Old Tes- 
tament texts ; or Cromwell himself, who took those texts from 
which to enforce order and pure liberty and the truth that God 
was guiding England as much as he had ever guided Israel ; or 
the revival of this kind of preaching, adapted to modern life, 
by Kingsley and Maurice — Maurice, who has had more social 
influence in England than any preacher of this century, and 
who, to use his own words, counted "paramount the duty of 
vindicating the Old Testament as the great witness for liberty 
the witness of the sacredness of this earth" to God's 
cause and to the people's. 

But outside sermons take the great succession of treatises 
which form an almost complete history of the political ideal in 
Europe from Constantine to the period immediately preceding 
the French Revolution. Augustine's De Civitate Dei; Dante's 
De Monarchia ; the political tracts of the German reformers ; Mil- 
ton's Defence of the People of England; Buchanan's De Jure Regni 
apud Scotos ; Rutherford's Lex Rex. All of these appeal to the 
Old Testament ; some of them use it lavishly. 

It is a fact of great interest, that in the prodigious contro- 
versy between the divine right of kings and the right of the 
people, the advocates of monarchy have their texts chiefly from 
the New Testament, while the champions of the people relied on 
the Old. The Royalist divines of Great Britain and France 
used, as their proofs for the sacredness of the Stuart and Bour- 
bon houses, Pilate's words to Christ: "I have power to crucify 
or release thee ;" Paul's : "The powers that be are ordained of 
God;" Peter's: "The king as supreme." But the Scriptures 
which, after the fashion of the times, popular champions like 
Milton and Rutherford preferred against them, are drawn from 
the Old Testament — -from the narratives that tell of the subjec- 
tion of the Kings to the Covenant, and from many passages of 
the prophets. 

When we read chapter on chapter of such excerpts and 
remember that the Book from which they were drawn was 
already in the hands and hearts of the common people, we 
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appreciate how much of the liberty which those wonderful cen- 
turies secured for the modern world is due to the Old Testament. 

It is obvious that the distinction between the Old and New 
Testament, which this controversy emphasized, is no artificial 
one. The political circumstances of the two dispensations were 
entirely different. Through Old Testament history we follow 
the growth, the opportunities, the judgment of a nation. The 
purpose of God is a people ; religious discipline and experience, 
religious duty and hope, are almost entirely identified with national 
rights and responsibilities, the struggle for national liberty 
and national righteousness. But in the New Testament we do 
not deal with a nation at all. There is an entirely exceptional 
state of affairs, in which religion neither is associated with pop- 
ular struggles nor assumes the responsibilities of government, 
but the sole political duty of the believer is reverence to the 
powers that be — the guardians of that Providential Peace in 
which the Church of Christ was to spread across the world. 
This is a state of affairs not so like modern history as the other 
was, and therefore it is that in this one province of religion the 
Hebrew prophets have been felt by the moderns to stand nearer 
to them than the apostles do. The apostles were sojourners and 
pilgrims upon earth ; the prophets were citizens and patriots. 
And I may add that for the same reasons the Old Testament, 
though upon a plane of public life different from that on which 
our forefathers applied it, must always have social and political 
functions to discharge supplementary to the functions of the New 
Testament. 

Time would fail me were I to go into detail along other lines 
of this wonderful Book's influence upon civilization. I can only 
indicate them. Whether we speak the English or the German 
language, we know what the Old Testament has done for our 
literature. It has set the rhythm of our noblest English prose, 
supplied us with the stories of our greatest epics, and furnished 
us with our most enduring lyrics. The dignity, the spaciousness, 
the firm, clear language of a large part of our literature are but 
reflections from it. The Psalter again has been half the world's 
confessional. Modern men have found in the Psalms expression 
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of their religious experience more virile and sincere than any of 
their own hymns. What a part the Psalms and the Book of 
Proverbs have played in the education of the young, moulding 
the habits and loosening the aspirations of untold millions of 
pure and serviceable lives ! And all that rich world of character, 
how its figures have proved, in larger numbers and with force 
scarcely inferior to those of the New Testament, the masters, 
the examples and the warnings of all our hearts. 

Such are in outline a few of the many directions in which 
the Old Testament has influenced the moral education of the 
race. And of course the book has achieved this influence, 
because in spite of its many obscurities, in spite of the irrele- 
vance of portions of it to our modern life, in spite even of the 
frequent moral scandals which it raises, men have caught in it 
the authentic accents of the Word of God, enforcing not only 
his law, but a very full and clear revelation of his character 
and his ways with men. 

Now this book has been subjected for a century and a half 
to what may truly be called a more thorough process of research 
and analysis than ever was undergone by any literature in any 
language. Let us remember that the science of Old Testament 
criticism is not, as so many imagine, a thing of yesterday, with 
results so hastily reached that they may be reversed tomorrow. 
The Science of Biblical Criticism has a history as old as that of 
some of the physical sciences. It has been served by as strong 
a succession of masters, without dogmatic bias and upon methods 
as exact and reliable. Every one of the positions which it has 
reached has been contested and re-contested times without num- 
ber. And not only are its advanced pioneers tending to draw 
in upon the same methods and conclusions, but they are rapidly 
bringing after them all but the most hopelessly stagnant of 
scholars. The passage of Professor Robertson Smith from his 
early defense of a more conservative position to that of Graf 
and Wellhausen, still more the capitulation of Delitzsch upon 
the authorship of the Pentateuch illustrate what I mean. Nor 
has Old Testament criticism suffered the strange oscillation 
which appeared in New Testament criticisms in connection with 
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the theories of Baur. The progress has been slow, careful and 
assured through the whole of this century. 

It is inevitable that under such research and progress of 
opinion the Old Testament's claim to be history and revelation 
should have undergone a radical revision. The results — which 
I desire now to state not in each case as my personal opinion 
but in order to show the greatest extreme at which the conclu- 
sions of the critics have arrived — are mainly these. 

The traditional theories of the authorship have been discred- 
ited. Many books attributed to single names have been shown 
to be of composite origin and in parts of much later date than 
the authors to whom they are entirely assigned by their titles. 
The ordinary methods of oriental authorship, by original writ- 
ing, by compilation, by alteration of earlier material, and by 
attributing the result to some ancient writer of fame — have been 
discovered to have governed the composition of the Old Testa- 
ment. The inevitable results of such methods — compromises 
and even contradictions — have also been alleged to be present. 
The body of legislation for instance, so far from being a com- 
plete code delivered unto the people at one time and through 
one man, Moses, has been shown to be in part a body of law and 
custom inherited by Israel from their Semitic ancestors and in 
part a growth through their own history, bearing reflection of 
different periods of this. The early history has been doubted ; 
some critics have gone the length of saying that it is impossible 
to be sure of anything in Israel's history before the passage of 
the Jordan — except the entrance of a new ethical principle into 
their national life, by the mediation of Moses and in the form of 
an inspiration by their national God. But a reaction is taking 
place here, and I notice that one of the most advanced of our 
critics has been affirming lately the reality of the patriarchs. 
The presence of myth and legend has been asserted in the early 
history, and it has been shown that not merely in ritual and 
custom, but even in their intellectual conceptions of Deity, 
Israel was closely akin to her heathen neighbors. 

Now I have put these conclusions at their possible worst, not 
because personally I agree with every one of them, but in order 



THE OLD TESTAMENT IN EDUCATION OF THE RACE 99 

that being put at their worst we may ask ourselves the question 
which I set out to answer : whether even by them the science of 
criticism has paralyzed that influence of the Old Testament 
which we have seen to be so beneficent and so enduring down 
all the centuries. 

By far the largest part of this question may be stated thus : 
Has Biblical Criticism by its assured results made it more diffi- 
cult for us to believe in the Old Testament as the word of God, 
and as the history of an authentic revelation of himself to man- 
kind ? 

To that question let me give at once a convinced and cordial 
answer. So far from removing all grounds for our belief in the 
Old Testament as the record of a divine revelation, Biblical 
Criticism in its widest sense has furnished us with deeper and 
wider foundations for that belief than ever we had before. And 
in this way : 

Before the present era of criticism, when one wished to prove 
the uniqueness of Israel's religion and by inference its divinity, 
one usually contrasted it with the ethnic religions of Greece, 
Rome and the Aryan barbarians. But this was always difficult 
because those religions were the product of a race very different 
from that to which Israel belonged ; and it remained open for 
hostile critics to say that Israel's religious distinction and sub- 
limity were due to their racial origin and might be explained by 
their natural and historical conditions. Renan took up this posi- 
tion forty years ago. He said that Israel's monotheism and the 
Old Testament spirit of righteousness were due to Israel's Sem- 
itic ancestry and in the latter had been developed by the purely 
natural causes of their desert environment. 

Now in nothing have the results of recent Old Testament 
science been more conspicuous than in the disproof it has fur- 
nished of this theory of a natural origin for Israel's religion. 
For fifty years scholars have been at work on the comparison 
of Semitic religions — the religion that is to say of all the 
nations with whom the Israelites were brethren according to 
the flesh. And while they have illustrated far beyond previous 
imagination how much Israel had in common with her heathen 
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brethren of law, custom, and even as I have said, intellectual 
conceptions of deity, all this common heritage and similarity 
has only brought out into greater relief the presence of a dis- 
tinctive element in Israel's religion which all critics are now 
unanimously agreed was not possessed by any of the others. 
There is no one who is a more free critic than Kuenen ; and he 
says that although Jehovah and the gods of Moab, Edom and 
Ammon were so much alike in the beliefs of their respective 
peoples, who called them by the same titles, propitiated them 
by the same offerings and even practiced in an imagined obedi- 
ence to them the same cruel and exterminating wars — yet says 
Kuenen the religion of Jehovah had in it from the first the 
promise of all that it ultimately attained to, and this from the 
first was lacking in other Semitic faiths. 

This distinctive element in the religion of Israel which is not 
to be explained by natural causes, was ethical. From the first 
Israel had a higher, holier morality than all her Semitic kins- 
folk. From the first there was in her, however, rudely wrapped 
in the forms of a primitive religion — there was in her the 
promise, the potency of the sublime doctrines of righteousness 
which she reached under the prophets of the eighth century. 

Whence then did this ethical superiority arise — this purer 
law, these holier ideals, this quicker conscience — which Israel 
had from the very first ? Read their early records on the most 
skeptical principles, and you will find that in every case Israel's 
impulses to a higher life came to them through some impression 
of or belief in the character and will of their God. From first 
to last it was his influence which the people and their prophets 
owned. No progress was made in Israel without belief in such 
influence ; without the quick, sincere sense of it in the best 
men of the nation. But if this be so, and it is a fact granted 
by the most skeptical critics, who at the same time are unable 
to explain Israel's morality and pure faith by natural and his- 
torical reasons — is this not a state of opinion I ask perfectly 
compatible with an honest belief in a real revelation in the Old 
Testament — the belief that behind that national deity of Israel, 
and through the obscure and vain imaginations the early nation 
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had of him, there were present the Character and Will of God 
himself, using the people's low thoughts and symbols to express 
himself to them, lifting them always a little higher, and finally 
making himself known as he did through the prophets as the 
God of the Whole Earth, identical with righteousness and 
abounding in mercy. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that by far the greater num- 
ber of higher critics of the Old Testament have been men who 
have continued to believe in its divine origin and inspiration. 
The acceptance of the modern theories of the Pentateuch did 
not paralyze the personal faith of Delitzsch. We have had no 
more free and advanced a critic than Professor Robertson Smith ; 
he adopted all the methods and most of the results of the higher 
critics, yet his belief in the Old Testament as the Word of God 
was strong to the day of his death ; as for critics like Wellhausen 
who have been blamed for irreverence in their treatment of 
Israel's history, it is impossible to read their books without feel- 
ing the religious faith that pervades them in the providential 
guidance of Israel and the divinity of her religion. May I give 
you a still more explicit proof. Some months ago I had some 
correspondence with Professor Budde, one of the ablest and most 
radical of all the younger generation of biblical critics in Ger- 
many ; and I have his testimony in writing : " As for me, my belief 
in a real revelation in the Old Testament steht felse/ifest" stands rock- 
fast. 

But if this our central faith in the Old Testament be not 
only preserved by modern criticism, but set upon grounds more 
sure and scientific, surely we can say that all is preserved, at 
least all that is essential. What matters it whether this or that 
character be historical if God himself was in the history ? What 
matters it whether this or that prophecy be the authentic work 
of the man whose name is above it if it be the authentic work 
of the Spirit of God, if it have the authenticity of truth, of 
vision, and of life ? 

Consider the undoubted facts ; remember also that so far 
from being destructive throughout, the literary and historical 
criticism of the Old Testament has in parts been constructive. 
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Great parts of the old Testament field remain unquestioned by 
it — I should rather say fortified, explored, made habitable by 
modern men. There are the prophets, the poetry, the books of 
didactic and speculative wisdom which apply the fear of God and 
the wisdom which springs from it to the everyday life of man. 
No historical criticism can affect these fields. The reader and 
preacher may move across them with all the undistracted bold- 
ness of his fathers — nay with more freshness, more insight, 
more agility, for the text is clearer, the allusions better under- 
stood, and all the ancient life requickened from which the 
books originally sprang. 

It is from these facts that we may confidently predict for the 
Old Testament a service in the religion and education of our 
race as conspicuous and beneficial under the principles of the 
New Criticism, as for centuries this wonderful book has dis- 
charged under the older principles of interpretation. 



THE SYNAGOGUE SERVICE. 

The assembly room of the Haskell Oriental Museum was 
the scene of a unique celebration in connection with the dedica- 
tion of the building. It was the reproduction, so far as was pos- 
sible, of a synagogue service as celebrated in the times of Jesus 
Christ. The exercise was undertaken by sixteen students of the 
Divinity School who had been trained under the direction of the 
instructors in the New Testament Department of the Divinity 
School. The students were dressed in costume appropriate to 
the occasion, and in the presence of an interested audience car- 
ried through the ritual as faithfully as it is possible to reproduce 
it at the present day from our somewhat imperfect knowledge 
of ancient forms. A discussion of the ancient synagogue service 
in connection with this modern celebration will be found on 
page 143 of the present number of The Biblical World. 



